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In the context of the pedagogical discussion around learner 
orientation, active learning, learner participation, and the 
widespread use of Web 2.0 tools, wikis become more and more 
attractive for e-learning settings. But while many lecturers ex-
pect wikis to increase learner participation, they often have to 
acknowledge that the tool itself does not necessarily have any 
effect on the learners’ involvement. Based on this observation, 
a study was conducted that examined the effects of a more bot-
tom-up usage of wikis in projects initiated by students in com-
parison to the usage of wikis in seminar settings. 
Introduction 
Due to their technical features, wikis can be used for the provision of online 
material as well as for collaborative and cooperative production of texts in e-
learning settings. In wikis, all participants can edit the content either with or 
without registration—depending on the system’s settings. Even the wiki’s 
structure can be developed by the participants while they edit pages and links 
(Ebersbach et al., 2008). Meanwhile, wikis, as well as blogs and discussion 
boards, are integrated into most learning management systems—so wikis can 
be easily integrated into e-learning settings. Often the choice between wikis, 
blogs, or other tools is not an easy one. In this context, it is helpful to look at 
Hippner’s (2006) approach towards social Web tools, by which he differenti-
ated along the criteria of information, relation, and communication. He tried 
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to describe how each single tool is appropriate or supports each of these as-
pects. Ebersbach et al. (2008) picked up on the Hippner’s idea but differenti-
ated between the aspects “information,” “relation,” and “collaboration.” The 
result of their categorization is shown in Figure 1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Tools categorized by Eberwald et al. (2008, p. 35) 
 
In this context, the question can be raised as to whether wikis are a social 
network tool at all. Baumgartner (2006) noted that, in fact, wikis are not a 
social networking tool but they might still have the effects of social networks: 
[…] If wikis are used in a closed group settings to collaboratively work on a cer-
tain topic, then this is not designed to make new social networks since the group 
members were selected by other methods before and registered on this server. If a 
wiki is used in an open collective setting such as Wikipedia, then it might be true 
that a wiki can have an effect as a social network. All users who work on specific 
topics seem to have similar interests. They did meet on a website in order to work 
on the same topic. (p. 4) 
Some major differences between wikis and other Web 2.0 tools also con-
cern the chronology of contributions. While blog posts are sorted chronologi-
cally and focus more on an information function, wikis are designed for col-
laboration (Godwin-Jones, 2003). Although the contribution of a single 
author can be seen, the visibility of the authors is not the main intention of 
wikis, whereas in blogs and especially in social networking tools the author 
of a contribution is more visible. In comparison, wikis are more output-
oriented. This means that the authors are visible only in order to reconstruct 
and show previous versions of a page. This aspect can affect the motivation 
of the learners if they want their individual contributions to be visible. 
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Instead of formal hierarchies as in classroom settings or in traditional 
learning management systems, where the teacher’s role is clearly defined, 
wiki systems lack any hierarchies. Unless other settings are applied, all users 
are equal (Ebersbach et al., 2008; Konieczny, 2007; Raitman et al., 2005; 
Schwartz et al., 2004). Nevertheless, differences in participation do appear. 
On this issue, Nielsen’s (2006) well-known 90-9-1-rule seems to apply to 
social networks: 90% of the users behave more or less as lurkers, 9% con-
tribute a few statements, and 1% contribute more. This participation rate was 
confirmed by Stegbauer (2009), who did some major studies on Wikipedia, 
as well as by Ebersbach et al. (2008), and by Thelen and Gruber (2005). It 
also seems to be valid for online settings in general, if no other external mo-
tivation factors such as assignments in formal e-learning settings are applied. 
One major advantage of wikis is their ease of use. Studies by Augur et al. 
(2005) observed that students had almost no problems using a wiki in an e-
learning setting. This result was confirmed by Beißwenger and Storrer 
(2010), who applied wikis at university and at schools. In this regard, Farmer 
(2004) emphasized that Wikipedia is used by millions of users who might not 
all be well trained in terms of media competencies, so it must have some ease 
of use. On the other hand, Panke and Thillosen (2008) expressed concerns 
regarding the application of more sophisticated functions such as the upload-
ing and integrating of images. Despite these varying opinions upon their ease 
of use, wikis seem to have a growing share in e-learning settings at universi-
ties, schools, and companies. 
Wikis in E-learning Scenarios 
Looking at the usage of wikis in e-learning scenarios, we find applications in 
nearly all educational fields: Wikis are used in schools (Beißwenger & Stor-
rer, 2010; Döbeli Honegger, 2005a, 2005b, 2006; Jonietz, 2005; Klampfer, 
2005); most intensively in universities (Augar et al., 2005; Bristow, 2005; 
Edington et al., 2005; Ferris & Wilder, 2006; Gaiser & Thillosen, 2009; 
Lamb, 2004; Schoderet et al., 2006; Schwartz et al., 2004; Xu, 2007), and in 
continuing adult education programs, or as knowledge management tools in 
companies (Bartel, 2006; Brahm et al., 2007; Ebersbach et al., 2008; 
Majchzak et al., 2006; Robes, 2006). 
The range of settings in which wikis are used is widespread. Some institu-
tions use wikis mainly for information purposes as a substitute for Web pages 
in which they provide relevant general study information to students, who 
choose wikis because they are so easily edited (Konieczny, 2007; Kleimann, 
2007). Some wikis cover specific disciplines such as the StudiGer, i.e., an 
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information platform of the Technical University of Dortmund German stud-
ies (Beißwenger & Storrer, 2008, 2010) and the Pflegewiki, a portal for 
health-care issues (Panke & Thillosen, 2008). By now, the Pflegewiki is used 
mainly by experts since the involvement of more experienced users in the 
field of health care has reduced the students’ involvement (Panke & 
Thillosen, 2008)—a phenomenon often observed in online and offline com-
munication processes when participants of different status groups interact 
(Kerr, 1983; Piezon & Donaldson, 2005). A wiki project where students 
developed final exams preparation learning materials in an online community 
is described by Buchem and Hagenhofer (2009). 
Accompanying Lectures with Wikis 
Wikis are also used to accompany lectures as a tool to either provide material 
or to have the lectures documented by students. Kleimann (2007) described 
the usage of a wiki to document lectures through the production of scripts by 
students, while Hermann and Janzen (2009) described a setting in which 
students also produce exercises. In this context, O’Neill (2005) asked the 
question of whether lecture scripts should be provided to students at all or 
whether students should produce them on their own. But when Klauer et al. 
(2006) experimented with this kind of setting, they observed that students in 
a competitive field such as medicine are not willing to take notes for other 
students unless they are rewarded in some way. 
Collaborative and Cooperative Text Production in Seminars 
As stated above, wikis are especially appropriate for cooperative and collabo-
rative content production. This process can be applied to gain a deeper and 
more profound understanding of the learning material (Konieczny, 2007) 
through active learning processes, especially when learners research material 
and collect and select it (Dewald et al., 2000; Konieczny, 2007; Kuh, 1996; 
Longworth, 2003; Ruhl et al., 1987). Collaborative text production is mainly 
applied in small course settings such as seminars with up to 25 or 40 partici-
pants. Examples are described by Beißwenger and Storrer (2008) for students 
of German philology, by Egloffstein and Städtler (2006) for a pure online 
setting, by Thelen et al. (2005) for a cooperative setting between students of 
two universities, by Hodel and Haber (2007) for a planned history course, 
and by Schorderet (2006) for courses in literature. In a later section of this 
article, I will give two examples in geographic sciences and theology. 
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Using Public Wikis with Students or Making Student Wikis    
Public 
Some authors promote the idea that university students should use public 
wikis such as Wikiversity in order to interact with other groups such as 
teachers and school students so that they can connect to practical issues and 
real discussions (Spannagel & Schimpf, 2009). Konieczny (2007), Grauer-
holz (1999), and Bruns and Humphreys (2005) also supported the idea be-
cause of the similarity of Wikipedia articles to certain types of students’ pa-
per assignments. Students might also get feedback from experts and learn to 
interact in a public online discussion. On the other hand, this might be an 
obstacle for students’ participation since they might feel reluctant to write in 
public wikis if they perceive their own writing capabilities as insufficient. In 
this case, it helps to provide a separate wiki environment in which texts are 
prepared and there are internal feedback loops for tutor and / or peer reviews 
for quality assurance. 
Especially in projects where students create wiki-based portals that later 
become available to the public, wikis seem to have some important ad-
vantages. Effects of communal constructivism might unfold when students 
provide material to a larger community (Holmes et al., 2001). Examples for 
this kind of wikis are the M/Cyclopedia of New Media at the Queensland 
University of Technology (Bruns & Humphreys, 2005); the JuraWiki at the 
Ruhr University Bochum, eLIB, a portal for instructional design at the Uni-
versities of Dortmund and Duisburg-Essen (Beißwenger & Storrer, 2008); the 
Pflegewiki (Panke & Thillosen, 2008), and the later described projects Pod-
cast-Wiki Physics, ExkursionenWiki, and BasisReliPaed at the University of 
Frankfurt. Providing information to a larger public could also be considered 
to be a form of “community work” (Hollis, 2002) or “service learning” 
(Weigert, 1998) with satisfying and motivating effects for students. Also, the 
feeling to be part of a larger community might have motivating effects for 
students (Moskaliuk & Kimmerle, 2008; Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
Still, the problem exists that students might reduce their participation 
when wikis are opened up to a larger public due to the involvement of ex-
perts, as had happened in the case of the Pflegewiki (Panke & Thillosen, 
2008). One solution to this problem is that in contrast to public wikis, these 
projects provide information to the public, but only students can edit pages 
and contribute material. It depends on the objectives of the projects as to 
whether this is an appropriate solution. Anyway, if a wiki is planned to be 
opened to the public, it could be a solution that the access to the wiki is lim-
ited to the students during the development phase and the opening is an-
nounced in advance, a procedure that was applied in the Pflegewiki and will 
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be applied for the ExkursionenWiki. In case of BasisReliPaed, the material 
was prepared in a wiki and published in another platform on the educational 
server of the State of Hesse. 
Study of Wikis at the University of Frankfurt 
Based on the observation that in wikis initiated by teachers, the students 
made almost no contributions beyond the most necessary ones (e.g., assign-
ments) and did not use the wiki to produce texts collaboratively, the question 
was raised as to whether this behavior might change if wikis are initiated by 
students. At that time, the university promoted some student projects in 
which a number of wikis were started by students in order to improve the 
study conditions for their fellows. In this context, the question was raised as 
to whether these bottom-up wikis might foster more voluntary participation 
than top-down wikis initiated by teachers. For the study, several projects 
were examined concerning aspects such as 1) the purpose of the use of a 
wiki, 2) the existence of an “editorial team,” 3) the number of people in-
volved in the team, 4) the number of members within an inner circle of writ-
ers, and 5) the number of readers and target groups. 
The research questions were as follows: Do people overwrite each others’ 
articles? How is the collaborative text production process organized? Are 
there any rules? If so, how were these rules arrived at? Are the articles re-
viewed and / or approved? Are the objectives achieved? Is the target group 
reached? What is the motivation of the writers to participate and to get in-
volved? Are there any incentives? 
The projects’ participants were interviewed and examined in two rounds: 
In the first one, at least one team member of each project was interviewed on 
the telephone based on the questions listed above. For the second round, the 
same project participants were invited for a discussion round of three hours at 
which one team member from each of the three student projects (OHEF, 
Blended Learning, and BioKemika) and from both L-News and OKAPI par-
ticipated. The teachers who initiated ExkursionenWiki and BasisReliPaed 
were interviewed separately. 
The project Podcast-Wiki Physics had the intention to provide infor-
mation about the research fields in physics in order to help students to decide 
where to write their bachelor or master thesis in this discipline. This idea was 
adopted by the project BioKemika, which provides learning material for the 
usage of databases in chemistry to fellow students. The project Blended 
Learning is intended to produce materials for psychology students on meth-
ods and statistics, and the project OHEF had the objective to help students 
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with general study relevant material in history and philosophy. KA-Wiki is a 
project that covers a part of a larger wiki project for culture and science stu-
dents. 
Two projects were examined that were initiated by a Center or a Depart-
ment: L-Wiki of the Center for Prospective Teachers and OHEF by the De-
partment of History and Philosophy: Both projects have the objective to pro-
vide information to students. Furthermore, two projects were included where 
wikis were used in a classic course setting: ExkursionenWiki is used in the 
seminar “Geography of Differences.” Here, prospective teachers describe 
excursions in and around Frankfurt in a wiki that will be opened up to teach-
ers later, teachers in training, and prospective teachers who also want to con-
duct excursions. In the seminar “BasisReliPaed in theology,” prospective 
teachers produced learning material for schools that were used later in reli-
gion classes in the ninth grade. 
Results 
For the results, the answers were analyzed in the different categories and 
compared to each other. One major result of the study is that in the bottom-up 
wikis initiated by students more or less the same mechanisms occur as in 
wikis initiated by teachers. Most students—except for some members of the 
inner circle—needed to be motivated extrinsically in order to contribute ma-
terial to the wiki. All the student projects had problems in gaining active 
writers, and only a small number of students were actively involved in the 
writing process. Often, extrinsic motivational aspects had to be applied in 
order to motivate fellow students to get involved into the projects: In the case 
of BioKemika, students were either rewarded by credit points they received 
in an introductory seminar for their text contributions or they received gifts 
sponsored by companies. In all other student projects, contributions were 
mainly made by the inner circle of the team, ranging from five to 20 mem-
bers. While collaborative writing in the wiki successfully took place in the 
wikis used in the seminar settings when demanded by the teachers, the writ-
ing processes in the student projects were mainly individual. 
In the case of BioKemika, the members of the editorial team produce arti-
cles, send them to other team members by e-mail, and give their fellow stu-
dents one week to react. The team also reported that students outside of the 
editorial team preferred to provide their text contribution per e-mail, which 
then was edited and published by an editorial team member. The editors 
assume that the reason for this procedure lies in the insecurity of contributors 
concerning quality of text style or a lack of technical competencies. This 
exact procedure was intentionally used in the L-Wiki project, run by the 
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university’s Center for Prospective Teachers. Here, students were not allowed 
to contribute text into the wiki directly but had to hand in their contributions 
via e-mail. Accordingly, participation was low and text production was main-
ly limited to the editor of the platform, a person employed at the Center. The 
same situation occurred in OKAPI, a wiki run by the Department of Philoso-
phy that has the objective to provide learning material covering scientific 
techniques to students. As soon as one person became officially responsible 
for the wiki, others withdrew, relying on that one person to take care of the 
whole wiki. 
The Ka-Wiki provides Web pages and serves as the content management 
system and the learning management system of the Department of Cultural 
Anthropology. Although every teacher and student, as well as guest teachers 
can edit and add all pages, only a small group of people makes use of this 
opportunity, mainly the ones who have initiated the project. Teachers also 
use the wiki to document their courses. Although every page up to the main 
page is open to every registered user, no vandalism was ever observed. 
Summary 
Being doubtful about the quality of their contributions seems to prevent stu-
dents from participating, especially if experts and people from higher status 
groups are involved (Ebersbach et al., 2008; on the loss of motivation due to 
a low subjective ranking of the own contribution, see Kerr & Bruun 1983). 
This uncertainty can be reduced by the provision of examples and training, 
consulting, and review processes. BioKemika applied creative and effective 
mechanisms to encourage students to participate and became part of the study 
program in the Chemistry Department. Despite some disappointments and 
unmet expectations, overall almost all of the projects provided satisfying 
results according to the interviewed team members and teachers. 
But real collaborative writing process among two or more students only 
occurred in projects where the teachers demanded this from their participants 
and where teams were set up in class (BasisReliPaed, ExkursionenWiki, and 
during the courses of the Blended Learning project). But as soon as the oblig-
atory examination fell away due to the new Bachelor study program, the 
Blended Learning tutor groups vanished and so did the wiki. The results also 
show that if the wiki can be accessed by the public, writing and quality assur-
ance processes often are conducted by e-mail. Only if the wiki is used as a 
secure working environment, then the collaborative writing process might 
happen in the wiki itself (BasisReliPaed, ExkursionenWiki). 
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Almost in all cases, the aspects of communal constructivism and service 
learning applied, which means that the production of material for a larger 
group, maybe even the public (which in the case of the ExkursionenWiki and 
BasisReliPaed are not only fellow students but also teachers and schools), 
motivated the students to raise the quality of the material they produced. 
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